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by Major Donna J. Johnson

F rom June 2010 through May 2011, the 17th 
Combat Sustainment Support Battalion (CSSB) 
operated the class I (subsistence) and wa-

ter warehouse, supply support activity (SSA), class 
III (bulk petroleum) fuel farm, forward arming and 
refueling point, retail fuel point, ammunition supply 
point, and central receiving and shipping point (CRSP) 
at Bagram Airfield, Afghanistan. The battalion also 
sustained seven major hubs throughout Regional Com-
mand East (RC–East). As only the second CSSB to sus-
tain RC–East, the 17th CSSB arrived at a critical time, 
when the number of forces in Afghanistan surged from 
less than 70,000 to nearly 100,000 troops. To sustain 
the surge, the 17th CSSB had to expand its operations, 
particularly the CRSP.

Conditions on Arrival in Country
When we first arrived, our inland cargo transfer com-

pany (ICTC) operated the reception, staging, onward 
movement, and integration (RSOI) yard, which con-
sisted of unit cargo containers and rolling stock. The 
contractors operated the central receiving point (CRP), 
consisting of sustainment containers for the SSA and 
materials for base operations. 

As we became inundated with the equipment and 
supplies needed to support the arrival and sustainment 
of units deploying into the theater, we struggled with 
throughput at Bagram Airfield. At our peak, we had 
1,273 containers in the pipeline headed for Bagram 

Airfield, entering from Pakistan through Torkham Gate 
and from Uzbekistan through Hairaton Gate. 

Backlog Issues
Initially, we were not prepared to ingate, receive, and 

process this volume of cargo. One of our greatest chal-
lenges was space constraints. Our RSOI and CRP yards 
were dispersed and filled with frustrated cargo, some of 
which had been there for years. Many units and various 
nodes at the forward operating base (FOB) did not have 
the space to receive and store their cargo. 

The CRP’s biggest customer, the SSA, received 
60 percent of the containers ingated each day. As the 
largest SSA in Afghanistan with more than 11,000 
lines, it operated on just over 2 acres of land. This was 
the same location the SSA occupied at the beginning 
of the war in 2001, when it only had 3,400 lines. For 
nearly 10 years, the demand for classes II (clothing and 
individual equipment), IIIP (packaged petroleum, oils, 
and lubricants), IV (construction and barrier materials), 
and IX (repair parts) steadily increased, but the space 
allocated for this operation remained unchanged.

 Because of the limited space, the SSA could not 
accept containers. All containers had to be unloaded at 
the CRP and the contents transported to the SSA. Daily, 
the SSA received an average of 80 wooden pallets from 
the CRP and 60 463L pallets from the arrival/departure 
airfield control group. All SSA-bound cargo had to be 
cleared off the flight line within 72 hours of arrival, so 
this cargo was the SSA’s top priority for processing. 
The SSA cargo that arrived at the CRP by ground was 
second priority, making the backlog in the CRP in-
crease significantly.

Personnel and Equipment Shortages
Another challenge we faced was a shortage of per-

sonnel and equipment. Our ICTC arrived in theater 
with less than half of its modified table of organiza-
tion and equipment authorizations. Not only was the 
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Intelligence Agency World Factbook ranks Afghanistan 
212 out of 229 countries in gross domestic product per 
capita based on purchasing power parity. Afghanistan 
has a 35 percent unemployment rate, with 36 percent of 
the population living beneath the poverty line and only 
28 percent of the population literate. 

Despite the billions of dollars in both aid and con-
tracting spent over the last decade, Afghanistan remains 
one of the poorest, unhealthiest, and most uneducated 
countries in the world. The massive influx of funds has 
not substantially raised the quality of life for the aver-
age individual, and stories of graft and corruption are 
common at the lowest levels of civic activity and at the 
highest levels of the Afghan Government.

Continuing to inject funds at a high rate without the 
infrastructure to absorb them will remain a destabi-
lizing factor in and of itself. If the United States and 
NATO forces are paying immense sums of money 
to local contractors, it is the responsibility of those 
providing the funds to ensure that they are distributed 
equitably. This is not to suggest that contractors should 
be forced to give up their hard-earned money to orga-
nizations or efforts they have no stake in, but allowing 
a contractor to absorb the majority of a contract award 
while paying his employees next to nothing will not 
help to close the colossal income gap in Afghanistan. 

Income gaps of such severity are a notable destabiliz-
ing agent, both currently and through recent history. 
To prevent the income gap from growing, contractors 
should be subject to greater oversight of what they do 
with the funds provided. Fair wages to employees is the 
absolute minimum initiative that should be accepted by 
U.S. and NATO forces. 

Beyond fair wages to contracted employees, many 
opportunities exist to advance the communities of the 
contractors through the efforts of provincial reconstruc-
tion teams (PRTs) and agricultural development teams 
(ADTs). Investments provided by a contractor to the 
recipients of PRT and ADT efforts, whether in the form 
of nonpredatory lending or microfinance, parallel other 
lines of effort to isolate insurgents and further the goals 
of the COIN campaign. 

It is not in the best interest of the United States or 
NATO simply to assume that western best-business 
practices will prevail if enough money is thrown at the 
problem. Without critical oversight into how the con-
tractor is spending the money paid to him, the door will 
remain open to war profiteers.

Identify the True Requirements
The last step for increased oversight of contracting 

in Afghanistan is to reexamine both the process and 
the requirements for initiating a contract. Currently, 
a company-level unit can initiate a contract worth 
hundreds of thousands of dollars, with no guarantee 
that a totally holistic approach was taken in defining 

customer needs or the potential effects of pushing so 
much unchecked money into the local economy. While 
different commands have different philosophies and 
practices on when to use local contracting, the fact 
remains that it is a remarkably easy process. 

Since the potential positive effects of responsible 
contracting are great, in terms of economic lines of 
effort, it is in the best interests of all to have an acqui-
sition process that is not so complicated that it scares 
away potential customers. However, reports like “War-
lord, Inc.” have demonstrated just how funds intended 
for innocuous contracts can end up harming U.S. and 
NATO Soldiers. 

With this in mind, not only does the acquisition pro-
cess need to be reevaluated to ensure that the customer 
and the contract administering agency are performing 
with due diligence but all existing contracts need to be 
reevaluated for their value. Day laborers to perform 
janitorial tasks may make deployed life easier for 
Soldiers, but the money paid to those contractors may 
be used directly to counter the U.S. and NATO lines of 
effort.

These suggestions are not quick fixes. In addition to 
thoroughly vetting all potential contractors, ensuring 
the contractors are not based outside of Afghanistan, 
and reexamining the process and requirements for 
initiating a contract, a theater-wide reeducation on the 
potentially deleterious effects of negligent contracting 
is needed. 

Dr. Killcullen, in explaining his three pillars of coun-
terinsurgency, places as much weight on the economic 
pillar as he does on the political and security pillars. 
And much like a three-legged stool, removing any one 
of these lines of effort results in a collapse. 

The United States and its NATO partners can no lon-
ger pretend that the economics of the COIN campaign 
exist in a vacuum. One commander’s contract may 
be funding the rocket-propelled grenade used against 
another commander’s Soldiers. Without meaningful 
reform to the local contracting process and its imple-
mentation, Afghanistan will never fully develop as a 
country and the COIN campaign will not succeed.

Captain John T. O’Connor served as the support 
operations materiel management officer for the 17th 
Combat Sustainment Support Battalion in Operation 
Enduring Freedom 10–11. He holds a bachelor’s 
degree in political science from the University of 
California, Berkeley, and is a graduate of the Basic 
Officer Leader Course.
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ICTC required to operate the RSOI yard at Bagram, it 
also provided Soldiers and materials-handling equip-
ment (MHE) at four additional FOBs. Supporting these 
FOBs further strained our ability to receive and ship 
cargo at Bagram. 

The ICTC was directed to turn in its rough-terrain 
container handlers (RTCHs) to the Army Material 
Command reset program. These RTCHs were equipped 
with top handlers that could rotate 195 degrees clock-
wise and 105 degrees counterclockwise, which enabled 
the ICTC to maximize the limited amount of space 
in its yard and reduce the number of moves a RTCH 
needed to make to retrieve a container from a stack. 
The remaining RTCHs had a safety mechanism that 
limited the top handler’s movement to 105 degrees 
clockwise and 45 degrees counterclockwise, ultimately 
reducing the efficiency in the RSOI yard.

The contractor had a finite amount of MHE (six 
RTCHs, nine 10,000-pound forklifts, and four 
4,000-pound forklifts), which was used to support 
the CRP and base operations. Because of competing 
requirements, the contractor’s MHE was often diverted 
from CRP operations to other locations at the FOB. Not 
having dedicated contractor MHE adversely affected 
CRP operations. 

The constant operation of this MHE and poor main-
tenance degraded its operational readiness rate, which 
also affected CRP operations. On many occasions, the 
ICTC had to shift MHE and personnel from the RSOI 
yard to the CRP to prevent an interruption in opera-
tions. The CRP also struggled with a high turnover 
rate in its management. In a 2-month period, the CRP 
had six different supervisors. This turnover adversely 
affected the momentum of the operation during this 
critical period.

Diverting Cargo
Because of the reduction in capabilities, we had to 

divert cargo to the commercial carrier holding yards 
in Kabul and monitor the flow, which resulted in the 
charge of carrier detention fees to the U.S. Govern-
ment. Universal Service Contract 06, managed by the 
Military Surface Deployment and Distribution Com-
mand, allocated 15 days for a container to move from 

the seaport of debarkation to its final destination before 
it began to accrue detention fees of $22 to $92 per day. 
(Fees depended on the size of the container and wheth-
er it was a dry or reefer container.) The carriers also 
charged the Government a fee for storing containers in 
their yards. 

Of greatest concern, diverting cargo to the carrier 
holding yards voided the carriers’ requirement to meet 
the required delivery date. Failure to meet the required 
delivery date had the potential to adversely affect units’ 
ability to execute their missions. 

Creating a New CRSP
We quickly realized that we needed to change how 

we operated. With the assistance of Combined Joint 
Task Force 101, base operations, and the 82d and 101st 
Sustainment Brigades, we set out to develop a CRSP at 
Bagram Airfield capable of expanding and contracting 
with the flow of cargo. 

The arduous task of creating a CRSP took most of 
our tour to accomplish. We had to clear out the clutter 
that had been accumulating for 9 years. To do this, we 
had to gain a better understanding of what we actually 
had in the yards. In the past, we had relied on internal 
spreadsheets to manage our inventory. With the Mili-
tary Surface Deployment and Distribution Command’s 
assistance, the support operations staff and the ICTC 
became proficient at using the Integrated Booking 
System–Container Management Module, the Army’s 
primary tool for container management in a deployed 
environment. This enabled us to know exactly what 
was in the yards and track detention. 

We also developed a call log for contacting the cargo 
points of contact. Customers who failed to pick up 
within 30 days had their cargo turned over to the 82d 
and 101st Sustainment Brigades’ mobile retrograde 
team. The mobile retrograde team inventoried these 
containers and returned their contents to the supply 
system.

Once we began to clear out frustrated cargo, we con-
solidated the RSOI yard and CRP personnel and MHE 
into one location. Our CRSP consisted of an inbound 
yard, an outbound yard, and an empty container collec-
tion point. We also pulled back some of our personnel 
and MHE from outlying FOBs. As the largest general 
supply hub in Afghanistan, we had no choice but to 
scale back our resources at these smaller FOBs. 

We allocated M915/M872 tractor-trailer systems and 
palletized load systems from the battalion to assist in 
moving cargo to various nodes and customers at Ba-
gram Airfield. This step was critical to freeing up space 
in the CRSP to receive more cargo from the Pakistan 
ground lines of communication. 

To tackle carrier container detention fees, we trans-
loaded the contents to Government-owned containers. 
Although this required double handling, transloading 

reduced container detention significantly. 
The sustainment brigades also erected a joint distri-

bution management center (JDMC) in the CRSP. The 
JDMC provided customers with a one-stop shop to 
receive and schedule the onward movement of their 
cargo. Within the JDMC, the 17th CSSB had liaison 
officers to assist the customers with their cargo. Our 
presence in the JDMC was critical since we controlled 
the assets required to move cargo on and off of Bagram 
Airfield. This initiative vastly improved throughput.

Overcoming Challenges
The most challenging aspect of creating a CRSP was 

combining the operations of the ICTC and the contrac-
tors. Although the consolidation of the CRSP brought 
the ICTC and contractors together physically, they 
continued to operate independently. 

To improve the operation, we realigned the contract-
ing officer’s representative (COR) responsibilities from 
the battalion to the ICTC. This forced both operations 
to work together. The ICTC also had the right skill set 
to know what the contractor was supposed to do to 
operate a CRSP effectively. 

We assigned a COR and assistant COR to each con-
tract for container, cargo, and yard operations and made 
this their sole function. Previously, CORs had been 
assigned to multiple contracts, but we found that this 
did not allow them to consistently evaluate the perfor-
mance of each contractor. Assigning the ICTC as the 
COR for the contractors ensured greater oversight. 

Although we realigned the COR responsibilities, 
our ICTC initially encountered challenges. The perfor-
mance work statements contained in the Logistics Civil 
Augmentation Program IV contract were very vague 
and lacked performance metrics. However, the perfor-
mance work statement stated that the contractor must 
follow certain Army regulations that govern container 
and yard operations. This allowed the ICTC to make 
the contractor improve its performance. Several of our 
CORs had experience operating CRSPs in Iraq, which 
proved invaluable as we worked to improve the infra-
structure and cargo operations in Afghanistan.

Because of all of these efforts, we were able to 
increase the number of containers ingated from 30 to 
150 per day. This, coupled with moving cargo out of 

the CRSP, eliminated the need to divert cargo into the 
carrier holding yards. Cargo flowed freely into Bagram 
Airfield, saving more than $800,000 in detention fees. 
Of greatest significance, units received their cargo by 
the required delivery rate. 

Having the Contractor Take Over the CRSP
Toward the end of our tour, we realized that the 

CRSP was an operation that we could completely turn 
over to the contractor, which would enable us to reduce 
our logistics footprint. With Congress capping the 
number of U.S. forces in Afghanistan at approximately 
100,000 and potentially reducing it even further, elimi-
nating the requirement for an ICTC would make room 
for additional combat troops.

Since the contractor was already conducting this op-
eration, it did not seem that it would be too difficult for 
it to assume the ICTC’s workload. However, the pro-
cess proved to be somewhat complicated and lengthy to 
implement. We met with the contractor and the Defense 
Contract Management Agency numerous times to work 
out the details. We also had to submit letters of techni-
cal direction to the contractor before it would take on 
the ICTC’s cargo mission. 

Since the ICTC was critical to cargo transfer opera-
tions on four additional FOBs, we also had to assist the 
base operations and brigade support battalions at these 
locations in contracting out this function. Before the 
17th CSSB departed from Afghanistan, the conditions 
were set to turn the CRSP over to the contractors and 
completely eliminate the requirement for an ICTC in 
RC–East. 

The 17th CSSB’s experience in Afghanistan serves 
as an example of how to establish a CRSP and in-
crease throughput. The greatest lesson learned from 
this experience is the importance of CORs in a CRSP 
operated jointly by military and civilian entities. To be 
successful, units must select CORs with indepth knowl-
edge and experience in the contract they oversee. This 
must be a full-time position so CORs can be actively 
engaged with their contract and the operation on a daily 
basis. Anything less will lead to undesired results and 
have the potential to adversely affect operations.

Major Donna J. Johnson is assigned to the opera-
tions section of the U.S. Army Alaska G–4. She was 
the 17th Combat Sustainment Support Battalion sup-
port operations officer when she wrote this article. 
She holds a B.A. degree in history from Virginia Mili-
tary Institute and an M.A. degree in transportation 
and logistics from American Military University. She 
is a graduate of the Transportation Officer Basic 
Course, the Combined Logistics Captains Career 
Course, and Intermediate Level Education.
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ICTC required to operate the RSOI yard at Bagram, it 
also provided Soldiers and materials-handling equip-
ment (MHE) at four additional FOBs. Supporting these 
FOBs further strained our ability to receive and ship 
cargo at Bagram. 

The ICTC was directed to turn in its rough-terrain 
container handlers (RTCHs) to the Army Material 
Command reset program. These RTCHs were equipped 
with top handlers that could rotate 195 degrees clock-
wise and 105 degrees counterclockwise, which enabled 
the ICTC to maximize the limited amount of space 
in its yard and reduce the number of moves a RTCH 
needed to make to retrieve a container from a stack. 
The remaining RTCHs had a safety mechanism that 
limited the top handler’s movement to 105 degrees 
clockwise and 45 degrees counterclockwise, ultimately 
reducing the efficiency in the RSOI yard.

The contractor had a finite amount of MHE (six 
RTCHs, nine 10,000-pound forklifts, and four 
4,000-pound forklifts), which was used to support 
the CRP and base operations. Because of competing 
requirements, the contractor’s MHE was often diverted 
from CRP operations to other locations at the FOB. Not 
having dedicated contractor MHE adversely affected 
CRP operations. 

The constant operation of this MHE and poor main-
tenance degraded its operational readiness rate, which 
also affected CRP operations. On many occasions, the 
ICTC had to shift MHE and personnel from the RSOI 
yard to the CRP to prevent an interruption in opera-
tions. The CRP also struggled with a high turnover 
rate in its management. In a 2-month period, the CRP 
had six different supervisors. This turnover adversely 
affected the momentum of the operation during this 
critical period.
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charge of carrier detention fees to the U.S. Govern-
ment. Universal Service Contract 06, managed by the 
Military Surface Deployment and Distribution Com-
mand, allocated 15 days for a container to move from 

the seaport of debarkation to its final destination before 
it began to accrue detention fees of $22 to $92 per day. 
(Fees depended on the size of the container and wheth-
er it was a dry or reefer container.) The carriers also 
charged the Government a fee for storing containers in 
their yards. 
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the required delivery date. Failure to meet the required 
delivery date had the potential to adversely affect units’ 
ability to execute their missions. 
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and MHE from outlying FOBs. As the largest general 
supply hub in Afghanistan, we had no choice but to 
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palletized load systems from the battalion to assist in 
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in the CRSP to receive more cargo from the Pakistan 
ground lines of communication. 

To tackle carrier container detention fees, we trans-
loaded the contents to Government-owned containers. 
Although this required double handling, transloading 
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bution management center (JDMC) in the CRSP. The 
JDMC provided customers with a one-stop shop to 
receive and schedule the onward movement of their 
cargo. Within the JDMC, the 17th CSSB had liaison 
officers to assist the customers with their cargo. Our 
presence in the JDMC was critical since we controlled 
the assets required to move cargo on and off of Bagram 
Airfield. This initiative vastly improved throughput.
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continued to operate independently. 

To improve the operation, we realigned the contract-
ing officer’s representative (COR) responsibilities from 
the battalion to the ICTC. This forced both operations 
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